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Joe Minter’s African Village in America 
 
(Under the direction of Dr. Glenn Hinson) 
 
This thesis documents the phenomenon of Joe Minter’s African Village in America, a 
sprawling artistic creation that Mr. Minter employs as a vehicle for spreading the linked 
messages of the Gospel and the plight of African Americans. The African Village, in essence, 
becomes the stage through which Mr. Minter can physically engage the public in dialogue. 
Though Mr. Minter rejects the label of “preacher,” he nonetheless insists that he created the 
African Village to enable him to talk. This thesis thus treats Mr. Minter as much more than an 
artist; it presents him as an evangelist, an educator, and an activist. Additionally, it views the 
African Village not merely as another example of a yard art installation, but as a materialized 
sermon that Mr. Minter created with the assistance of the divine. For Mr. Minter, the African 
Village fulfills its purpose only when visitors come into the space, for only when they visit can 












For Mr. Minter,  
 
My deepest and most sincere thanks for everything. Though the medium of language is limited, 
may these words come to express every bit of gratitude that I have for our experience together. I 
will remember you always. 
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I’m at Birmingham. And when I say, “Birmingham,” I mean that part of us that is, we’re 
all part of that, what you call, “a cross to bear.” To be able to just come into the light of 
being free and part of the human society, it all began here with children in ‘63… in 19 
and 63, at the time of apartheid, here in Birmingham, Alabama. This place is known all 
over the world—all you have to say is “Birmingham.” Birmingham is a sacred place 
because of what happened here. The next generation after, going as far as the ancestors 
can go in ‘63 made it, and took it on their shoulders and said, “I just want to be free. I 
















Grace Hill Cemetery rests nestled deep in the hills of Titusville, Alabama, hidden well in 
lush foliage amidst the state’s Piedmont region. It is a place that shows its age—the one road 
through the graveyard is ridden with moss-infested cracks, having gone unpaved for years.  
Many of the stones show little of what remnants of remembrance they had in a previous time; 
some are decayed, left in piles of debris, and others have fallen victim to the land’s erosion, deep 
within pits, far from the reach of visitors. Though forgotten in much of its appearance, Grace Hill 
is generous in size, open in its topography, and extends for miles facing all directions—begging 
the question as to why such large space has been left seemingly untouched for so long. 
Residential neighborhoods built during the great economic boom of the 1940s line the 
graveyard's borders, and three separate Baptist churches stand no more than a stone’s throw from 
the site. Most people who live in this area have been here for many years. Titusville is not a 
place of transience. Instead, it is a place where families have watched generations grow—the 
residents’ loyalty shows in the close comradery seen between the people who live here. Despite 
being a place of great historical significance, Titusville is perhaps the most forgotten and ignored 
neighborhood in the Greater Birmingham Metropolitan area. Historical buildings such as the 
area’s first all-Black school and fire department have been condemned, as have been numerous 
Depression-era shotgun homes that housed some of the first freed enslaved people in the state 
following Emancipation. The only sites that have been blessed with upkeep are the Arlington 
Antebellum Home & Gardens, a plantation home that housed Robert S. Munger (inventor of the 
system cotton gin), and Elmwood Cemetery, a historical white graveyard that has long 





When compared with Grace Hill, Elmwood Cemetery is much more lavish in its appearance. It’s 
lined with grand, archaic stone gates, and its terrain goes on for miles on end. Unlike Grace Hill, 
the graves in Elmwood are seldom disregarded, and there are no places in which the tombstones 
lie on top of one another. In short, Elmwood is the cemetery viewed with prominence and esteem 
by those who do not live in Titusville. It was here, at Elmwood Cemetery, that Birmingham-born 
and -based artist, sculptor, evangelist, and ancestral messenger, Joe Minter Sr. was first 
introduced to the wonders of graveyards, as his father, Lawrence Minter, worked on these 
grounds, tilling the very land in which his people were unable to lie. Though Mr. Minter would 
see the importance of the burial ground at Elmwood, it would be Grace Hill, the place where he 
would bury his father in 1959 and his son in 2014, where he would form a life-long connection 
to the land.  
 





Argument and Methodology 
The goal of this thesis is to present both Mr. Minter and the African Village—the 
sculpture and sign-filled environment that surrounds his house—in a nuanced way that goes 
beyond just looking at the material contents of Mr. Minter’s creation. For too long, portrayals of 
Mr. Minter and his space have been filled with surface-level understandings that Mr. Minter is 
quick to dispel (see, e.g., Garrison 2010, Hunter 2020). Scholars must begin to look at the 
African Village as much more than an art piece, as much more than an artistic environment that 
deals with African American history. Yes, the African Village’s narrative is based on African 
American history, but much more is happening in this space than just history-telling. Moreover, 
we need to start understanding Mr. Minter as more than just an artist. He is an activist, a teacher, 
an evangelist, and what might be termed an “ancestral messenger” who channels and interprets 
the words of fallen African and African American people with the divine assistance of God. In 
the past, many writers have tried to encapsulate these features by calling Mr. Minter a “griot”; 
this is a term, however, that he summarily rejects, much as he does the label of “preacher.” 
Instead, Mr. Minter views himself as an artist, an ancestral messenger, and a “Peacemaker”—a 
label he often employs in signing both his artistic works and writings.  
 The African Village—which Mr. Minter considers the “ultimate” statement of this 
work—is a continuous, materialized sermon that deals with African American history from times 
of enslavement up to the present day, from both a religious and political point of view. By 
inviting visitors to step in his space to both view the African Village and to have engage in 
dialogue with its creator, Mr. Minter is practicing a form of evangelizing through materialization. 
In other words, he is grant himself an outlet to sermonize his vision.  
In Architecture of the Everyday, Dell Upton writes, “Our bodies and their protective 





limits and the power to act and to be acted upon” (Upton 2002, 717). In this sense, when a visitor 
steps into the African Village, they aren’t merely stepping into an environment of collected 
sculptures with biblical and historical significance—they are stepping into the cognitive and 
spiritual world Mr. Joe Minter, Sr., peacemaker and messenger. The African Village is a 
memorial; it is a vernacular public history installation that serves a role no different than a state-
funded, “professionally” manufactured memorial commemorating any number of events 
throughout African American history. That being said, what differentiates the African Village 
from most public memorials is its overtly religious symbolism. 
In this thesis, I focus on a few tightly selected aspects of Mr. Minter’s life and work. 
Perhaps the most important of these is the fact that Mr. Minter does not feel that artistic creation 
is the most important duty that he’s been called to pursue. All of the art that Mr. Minter has 
created has but one goal in mind from the moment of its conception to its material manifestation: 
to be a vessel through which Mr. Minter can engage the public in dialogue. Assuming the role of 
evangelist, Mr. Minter yearns to bring visitors to the Village closer to the word of God via 
political awareness and historical telling. To engage in a conversation with Mr. Minter is much 
more than to discuss art with an artist. It is to be exposed to the undeniable connection between 
spirituality and political engagement that is so often intertwined when discussing African 
American history. 
In this thesis, I draw upon works from multiple disciplines, including material culture 
studies, sociology, landscape studies, and various forms of cultural and religious studies. I will 
particularly draw upon the work of Dell Upton to illustrate the different types of landscapes in 
which Mr. Minter works, including both the physical and the non-physical. Mr. Minter filled 





labeling of the space as “God’s Blueprint.” Because of this, we must treat the space as not a 
product of random assortment, but as one of intrinsic thought and display. 
Given that Mr. Minter has built the African Village from “found” objects, I will briefly 
address the scholarship about yard art in the African American Diaspora (as seen in the works of 
scholars like Grey Gundaker [1999] and Richard Westmacott [1992]) to explore how Mr. 
Minter’s African Village fits into this larger picture. This, in turn, will lead to a discussion about 
public memorials and how sites of memory and recognition exist in the public and private 
sphere. Ultimately, I will be emphasizing Mr. Minter’s role as an evangelist working from within 
a largely Black community, while hoping to reach beyond that community, ultimately bridging a 
gap across cultures through awareness and education. 
Because we are stepping into the cognitive and spiritual world of Mr. Minter, we must 
first approach the African Village as an authoritative space created with the aid of the Divine. 
The African Village is the home ground—in Mr. Minter’s words, it is the “vineyard,” and the 
outside world is the “battlefield” (Minter 2019e). It is “God’s Blueprint,” gifted to Mr. Minter 
upon his request that God give him a vision to present an alternative display and telling of the 
Black experience in America. Given this focus on outreach and display, we can begin to see why 
Mr. Minter sees visitors as so important to the African Village. Without visitors, Mr. Minter 
cannot have the necessary conversations, and without these conversations, he cannot spread his 
messages. These messages could not be more clear: “hate kills and love heals,” “let my people 
go and leave my children alone,” and last, but no less significant, “repent America.”  
When calling for repentance, Mr. Minter will typically also discuss reparations, 
explaining that America must first right the wrongs it has committed. How can America get right 
with God, he asks, unless it has rectified the injustices that it has perpetrated against its own very 





secularizing America, most evangelists will argue that the wrongdoings that occur in the 
everyday world can be attributed to a falling-away from God and a separation from his Word; 
Mr. Minter would not challenge this. However, he is viewing the world from a specifically Black 
perspective, and thus the problems he hopes to address in his “preaching” (quotation marks are 
needed here due to the fact that Mr. Minter says he is not a preacher) and his work deal almost 
exclusively with Black America. Because of this, one could argue that white visitors entering the 
African Village will have a much different experience than visitors of color. Yet everyone has 
2something to learn from Mr. Minter. He presents himself as a teacher of history and love, and 
more importantly, as a friend to all that step into his space. This is why I will be stressing the 
need to visit the Village in order to better come to terms with Mr. Minter’s vision. Only through 
Mr. Minter guiding one through the space can one understand how and why the African Village 
came to be and continues to expand. 
This thesis will begin with a detailed survey of Mr. Minter’s familial history, offering a 
foundation for understanding Mr. Minter’s belief system (both spiritual and political) by first 
looking at his upbringing. Upon concluding the section, I will return to the graveyard and discuss 
its relationship with both the African Village and those ancestors that lie within it. I will then 
discuss how the African Village is situated as a fixed, nodal point in Mr. Minter’s spiritual and 
cognitive world. This will eventually lead me to address the Village’s relationship with the 
outside, physical world. I will conclude by returning to the ultimate message of the African 
Village—one that has changed over the course of its lifespan. 
 
 








So mine is not only tuning into the ancestors. What it is, is I’m tuning into the weather, 
the trees, the birds and the bees, and it means an attachment to what God made first and 
put together and attached together. And to become part of one and part of all, you got to 
have what you would call, “a mind that can be put into that contrasting thought of 
Agape.” So the way I’m receiving my ancestors is through purity, [and] Agape, because 
they want to tell our story. Now we got his story, [and] when you say “history,” that's 
“His story”, but our story comes to us in song, it comes to us in prayer, it comes to us all 
kinds of ways, and what it is, is it’s very important that when we get to “who we are,” 
that we recognize the ancestors that taught us, and thank God I’m amongst all of my 
ancestors.” (Minter 2019d) 
 
Mr. Minter’s family’s history has been embedded in him since he was a young child. 
Growing up during Jim Crow, he saw the abuse that people in his community were forced to 
reckon with on a daily basis. However, it would be the mistreatment of those who cared for and 
raised him that was especially personal to Mr. Minter; as he is quick to acknowledge, everything 
he believes in is a product of the lessons and experiences imparted to him in childhood. Because 
of this, to understand Mr. Minter as an artist, an activist, and an evangelist, we must return to his 
family and understand the experiences he had in his youth.  
Mr. Minter was raised in the Jim Crow South as a Black American, and experienced all 
of the obstacles one faced in such a situation. He was also raised in the Church, having been 
brought up in the African American Baptist tradition—one that stressed community above the 
individual, and that proclaimed God’s love as a means of spiritual liberation amidst an 
oppressive physical world. This political and spiritual lineage complemented Mr. Minter’s 
familial one, with all of them ultimately shaping his artistry and mission.  He is quick to 
acknowledge, for instance, the influential lessons learned from his grandmother and mother, 
lessons that are forever ingrained in his ethos. He fondly remembers the stories his grandmother 
told, and will often recall being at the side of “grandma’s rocking chair” (he frequently employs 





deep connection to the materials with which he works, in turn, to his father. Mr. Minter’s father 
was a mechanic who worked with metal throughout his life; Mr. Minter took a similar path prior 
to beginning his artistic career—he worked as both an auto body repairman and a metal worker 
until 1979, when his eyes were permanently damaged by asbestos. When asked why he prefers 
metal as his primary medium, he will say that iron is in his blood.  
     Lawrence Minter—Mr. Minter’s father—was a working man. Born in Selma, Alabama, 
in 1893, he had missed both enslavement and Reconstruction, with all of its fleeting benefits for 
African Americans in the South. The elder Minter grew up at the inception of Jim Crow, along 
with its bigotry, racism, and vitriol. Due to their locality, Mr. Lawrence Minter, his family, and 
His peers experienced the worst of what the political and social climate had to offer, as white 
leaders throughout the South were doing everything in their power to keep Black Americans in a 
position of total control and submission. Mr. Minter took what work he could find from an early 
age, but with little background in trades, little education, and a family to provide for, the elder 
Minter’s options were limited. 
The year was 1918, and America had made the decision to partake in a conflict that 
would result in the slaughter of millions of people across nations and yield a vastly different 
world. Like so many men his age, Mr. Minter felt the need to join the great fight. He enlisted in 
the Army at the height of World War I, and he dutifully served his country in the 336th Infantry 
in France. How vexing a time this must have been for Lawrence Minter—he was fighting for a 
country that refused to fight for him. While enlisted and abroad, few cared about the color of his 
skin; however, this was not the case back home. Black WWI veterans received a cruelly violent 
reception when they returned stateside; in the American South, some of the highest rates of 





     During the war, the elder Minter trained as a mechanic. He worked on planes, jeeps, and 
other machinery when abroad, in addition to mastering the skill of ironwork—a commonality 
amongst many of the men in the Minter lineage. When Mr. Minter returned home, he tried to 
find work in Birmingham’s booming steel industry. However, African Americans who entered 
the steel trade were essentially contracted enslaved labor, facing long hours, low pay, and no 
worker protection (Kelley 1990, 12). Despite his expansive knowledge of iron and the trade 
skills that he had acquired during his time in the military, Mr. Minter was denied work in his 
field. As a result of this injustice, he took a job as the groundskeeper at Elmwood Cemetery. He 
stayed at Elmwood for over 30 years, engaging in brutal physical labor with no benefits and a 
tiny paycheck.  
My daddy, after he come out the army, I think he went to one of these old Chevrolet 
plants or something, trying to get him a job. He’s an expert mechanic. He could deal 
[with] anything. He’s one of them—what you would call, “a jack of all trades.” But he 
ended up couldn’t get a job after coming out there and defended the country over there 
and helping liberate France. He couldn’t even much get a decent job. So he ended up with 
them mouths he had to feed—he ended up in Elmwood Cemetery. He spent about thirty 
years in the cemetery, dragging croker sacks home to feed the children. (Minter 2019b) 
 
The treatment of his father had a tremendous impact on a young Joe Minter, who was 
already experiencing the unspeakable reality of being both poor and Black in 1940s’ and 1950s’ 
America. He would go on to join his father at Elmwood, working the land alongside him while 
experiencing the same injustices that his father had faced.  
     Just as Mr. Minter points to his father as a model for his life, so too does he invoke his 
mother, speaking of her as his “rock”—the perpetual source of stability, comfort, and love in the 
hardship of his youth. He writes of her in a biographical letter published in Souls Grown Deep: 
“My mother is an angel from God, the sweetest human being on earth, a mother that gave her 





to her from everyone that comes into her presence. That is the African way: God, love, peace” 
(Minter 2001). She was born Rosie McAlpin on January 6, 1904, in Greensboro, Alabama. Mrs. 
Minter eventually gave birth to ten children (two of whom passed in infancy) and loved and 
cared for each with great fervor. Rosie Minter knew that her wisdom was something that should 
be imparted on those she raised. Mr. Minter remembers her as the keeper of the house, the keeper 
of family history, and the keeper of story.  
Being the only one responsible for child care while her husband was away at work, Rosie 
Minter made immense sacrifices to provide for her children. She would work what jobs she 
could when available, but with eight children, her options were incredibly limited. Mr. Minter 
recalled somberly during one of our conversations, “My mama always tried to put food into our 
mouths, and it looked like she wouldn’t eat some so we got all the food” (Minter 2019b). The 
most available option for many young Black mothers of her time was to go into child and house 
care, but she had her own children to care for and could never turn her back on those to whom 
she was linked by blood. Black mothers, across the South and beyond, were forced through 
economic hardship and racist policy to care for children of people who often preached hatred and 
disdain for African Americans; this was yet another example of the unfair treatment of African 
Americans that Mr. Minter saw as a child. 
     Mr. Minter says that, aside from God, he looked to his grandmother as the ultimate 
authority in his life. Like her daughter, she was the caretaker of the family—“Sweetest thing I 
ever known was grandmama’s hand” (Minter 2019b). She was also a teacher of history. She 
implemented a sense of pride and a will to believe amongst her children, all too aware that they 
were not going to be given the same opportunities as others in their lifetime. To this day, Mr. 
Minter will often refer to his grandmother’s invaluable teachings of “mother wit” and “common 





within someone that makes them think for themselves, and “common sense” being an 
understanding of right and wrong embedded during childhood. 
I’m coming from not that big wall diploma—I guess you call them PHDs and Master’s 
degrees. I’m using the two sides of Grandma’s rocking chair: I’m talking in common 
sense and mother wit. I did all this art that you see just to be able to talk. So I’m coming 
to you from Grandmama’s rocking chair, and she has two sides. It was a right and left 
side, and one side was what you would call that side, that love that you call, “Agape,” but 
don’t let her put you on the other side, because she going to have to pull one of them 
switches on you or something. (Minter 2019d)  
 
Being young and Black in Alabama, still unable to fully process the cruelties of the 
world, was something that all of the Minter children were experiencing; their grandmother’s 
constant affirmation of their identities through story gave each of them a feeling of comfort. Mr. 
Minter was especially taken with these stories and his grandmother’s teachings. He was, 
according to his own words, a bit of a “mama’s boy,” who would absorb everything his mother 
and grandmother told him with studious intent and a will to never forget. Today, as visitors walk 
around the African Village, they can still see and feel both matriarchs’ lessons in Mr. Minter’s 
work. Mr. Minter explains that they constantly reaffirmed his personhood—they made him feel 
important when the world told him he was not. To see Rosie Minter struggle, to see her feed her 
children when she was hungry, is an image that Mr. Minter steadfastly refuses to forget—“All 
that my mother had to bring us up [with] was God, my father, her hands, little food, and clothes 
that were hand-me-down. She gave us all the food and at times ate nothing herself. God has 
blessed her and her children” (Minter 2003). All of Mr. Minter’s ideology, be it political, 
spiritual, and to a degree, artistic, can be traced back through his lineage. It all comes back to his 






Mr. Minter stands outside the Village 
 
When the elder Mr. Minter passed, his son was only 16 years old. Imagine the sense of 
loss a young Joe Minter must have felt when saying goodbye to his father, the patriarch of the 
Minter family. Mr. Minter looked to his father much in the same way that he viewed his mother 
and grandmother—as a source of structure and discipline that he valued even from a young age. 
Even though he had been doing well in school, this prompted Mr. Minter to drop out in the tenth 
grade to pursue other forms of fulfillment. Judging from our discussions, I would assert that he 
was somewhat of an unconventional thinker even from an early age, and this would only become 
more evident as he grew older. On the day that Mr. Minter and his siblings laid their father to 
rest in Grace Hill, he had a feeling that this site would come to fuel his lifelong creative and 
spiritual process. Though he had no clue that the very ground on which he was standing would 
be his backyard a mere 11 years later, he seems to have nonetheless felt something change: “It 





was all ready to start off” (Minter 2019d). 
After leaving school, Mr. Minter began working odd jobs, mostly in the restaurant 
industry. He recalls that he was paid little, treated poorly, and viewed with little respect by the 
patrons he was serving. He writes openly about this in his personal statement: “I had to learn a 
lot of jobs through the years. I started off after high school as a dishwasher at a drive-in 
restaurant and anything else that they make you do extra. Had to take leftover meat and grind it 
up for hamburger patties. Clean up the floor. Anything they need, after you finish your job you 
do it extra. It was a seven-day-a-week-job, ten hours a day, take home nineteen dollars a week” 
(Minter 2001). Though he was an African American serviceman at the conclusion of Jim Crow, 
Mr. Minter would often look to other outlets as a way to confront the stress of the highly 
contentious situation in which he found himself. Though many young men his age would turn to 
dating, music, and/or other pursuits, Mr. Minter points to his faith as the sustaining constant in 
his life. 
Mr. Minter was raised in the African American Baptist Church, and he and his siblings 
were taught about God’s forgiving grace and the idea of spiritual liberation both in church and at 
home. Having been born less than eighty years removed from enslavement and Emancipation, 
Mr. Minter’s lessons in the church were something of a continuation with regards to 
communitarianism for many African Americans in the Titusville locality. Jim Crow Alabama 
was one of the most oppressive climates for African Americans during the time, and the Minters’ 
encounters with racial tension differed little from their peers in the community. The teachings of 
the Church provided a great deal of solace and hope for those who had faced so much 
discrimination and unjust treatment due to the color of their skin. The Church taught the Black 





special precisely because of who they were—that Africa was the homeland of the true heirs of 
the Bible, and that being Black was beautiful (see, e.g., Du Bois 1903, 1-2). 
After having worked at a drive-in restaurant in downtown Birmingham for more than 
four years, cleaning dishes, mopping neglected floors, and clearing stovetops, Mr. Minter 
switched his line of work to become a messenger at the University of Alabama-Birmingham 
hospital. There, he was responsible for delivering supplies to and from the hospital warehouse to 
all of the different hospital departments. He was one of the people in charge of overseeing how 
and where all of the necessary materials for operations would be supplied. The 19-year old 
Minter found this line of work both physically and mentally exhausting; further, the pay was so 
low that he was still unable to make ends meet, leading him to do weekend work in emergency 
rooms. This would last until 1965—the year that he was drafted. 
Being drafted was a complicated issue for Mr. Minter, as it surely was for many African 
Americans. Again, the question of “How am I supposed to fight for a country that doesn’t fight 
for me?” was cemented on his mind during the entirety of this period. He often speaks about how 
he would only volunteer himself to fight for God, and never for the U.S. Army—“One soul can 
change lots of folks. So I saw, and you know I never would’ve did this in the Army, because they 
drafted me. I volunteered myself up to God to ask him to give me a vision” (Minter 2019d). 
Military service called Mr. Minter to leave the Deep South of Alabama and travel to the Upland 
South of Virginia—Fort Belvoir, to be exact. 
Perhaps it was lucky for Mr. Minter that he was one of the few enlisted men to not see 
combat during his time in the Army. Instead, he trained as a mechanic and worked on generators 
for planes and automobiles. In addition to acquiring the much-valued knowledge from having a 
skilled trade, Mr. Minter was able to travel and experience different parts of the South as a result 





ground, leading him to return to Birmingham when he was discharged in 1967. Though he had 
seen firsthand how he and the people of his community were consistently targeted and 
discriminated against by a white supremacist society, he could not see himself anywhere else but 
his home. Mr. Minter chose to stay South as his family collectively decided to move north to 
Detroit—“For some reason, I stayed here because I felt that I had to have a foothold, and felt like 
seeing this was the closest place where that last slave ship come in down there in Mobile, I felt a 
closeness to what you would call, ‘the ancestors’” (Minter 2019b). 
Mr. Minter would return to, and permanently settle in, his native Titusville. After 
returning there, he apprenticed as an ironworker, later earned a degree in automobile body repair, 
and worked in construction for a time. For the next eleven years, he worked in numerous trades, 
repairing cars, antique furniture, exercise equipment, and road signs. The fact that most of this 
work was with metal leads Mr. Minter to speak of iron as being in his blood. In 2013, for 
instance, he told a New York Times reporter, “I got some blacksmith in my blood. I’m drawn to 
iron” (Tortorello 2013). Though working with iron granted Mr. Minter an immense sense of 
pride, acquiring this new line of work was not the most important life event during this period. 







The Minters’ welcome sign 
Mr. Minter met Ms. Patrick while still a teenager. Their relationship was and still is one 
of ultimate devotion and sacrifice to one another. Like his late mother, whom he admired before 
all else in his life, Ms. Minter provided him with the support of a strong, loyal female that he 
desired—“My wife is a good woman, and she made me a good man. If I was down, she lifted me 
up. I love her very much. She asks for just a little, but if I had the world and it would make her 
happy, I would give it to her” (Minter 2001). They were wed on February 25, 1969, and have 
remained steadfast in their love for one another ever since. Even today, without fail, Mr. Minter 
reads daily from the Bible that they received on their wedding day—the one with both of their 
birth names inscribed at the front and bordered with hearts around each. They are inseparable, a 
fact that Mr. Minter openly proclaims in a sign at the entrance of the African Village that reads, 





Life following the wedding wasn’t always easy. Though Mr. Minter worked long hours, 
he still faced the economic and social hardships that so mark the lives of the American working 
class. In addition, Ms. Minter had birthed a son, Alfonzo, prior to their wedding, with another 
child, Joe Jr., born not long after. In need of a decent home to raise a family and build a life with 
his partner, Mr. Minter took the money he received from the G.I. Bill and began searching for 
adequate housing in the Titusville area. After only a brief time perusing a limited market, he 
bought a 1920s cedar shake bungalow, painted a deep sky blue and located at 931 Nassau Ave. 
SW. The house was in suitable condition, and Mr. Minter appreciated the fact that it had a large 
yard. He enjoyed having the open space so much that he purchased the extra lot that lay cluttered 
with foliage next door. Perhaps the feature of the home’s location that Mr. Minter most admired 
was that it backed up to Shadow Lawn Memorial Park, meaning that he could now visit his 
father’s grave at the end of each day.  
Time would march on, and Mr. Minter would continue to work in an industrial plant 
located outside of Birmingham until 1979, when his eyes gave way to asbestos dust and he could 
no longer see with the same vigor that he had before. After multiple surgeries and numerous 
treatments, he retired at the age of 36 and returned home to assist Ms. Minter in rearing their two 
sons. He would never step foot in a factory or a workplace setting again. 
Well into his retirement, Mr. Minter was looking for ways to bring awareness to the 
plight of his people. At the time, a newly built Civil Rights Institute was doing a lot to help bring 
said awareness to the forefront from an educational realm; nonetheless, Mr. Minter still felt that 
he could do more. Though he was glad to see the state put effort into remembering the work that 
was undertaken and continued during and after the Civil Rights Movement, Mr. Minter felt as 
though the Institute was focusing too heavily on the “leaders” in the movement and not enough 





marginalized people in the United States. He frequently refers to these ground workers as the 
“fallen foot soldiers,” because they were those who walked and fought on foot. In addition, they 
were those people whose names are seldom mentioned amongst those of the larger figures within 
the movement—“When I heard that Birmingham was going to build a civil rights museum, that 
gave me what you call a ‘stepping stone.’ From what I was hearing, the main players in the 
freedom struggle, the foot soldiers, was left out of the story. We need the leaders, but without the 
foot soldiers the struggle and fight can’t be won. But where is the recognition for the soldiers?” 
(Minter 2001). 
That being said, it wasn’t just the building of the Civil Rights Institute that caused Mr. 
Minter to heed the call to create—it was his request to God for a vision. On one fateful day in 
1989, after extending that request, God directed him to use his skills to create and to bring 
awareness to the plight of African Americans. Concerning this experience, Mr. Minter once told 
me, “There’s certain things that when God instructs you to do what it is, but I asked him. I saw 
the family falling apart, I saw children didn’t know which way to go and asking questions, I saw 
foot soldiers being left out of a big, old Civil Rights Institute that wouldn’t have the decency to 
let them be a part of that Civil Rights Institute, and so I had to move” (Minter 2019d). In this 
sense, he would be going far beyond the mission of reclaiming the narratives of the “fallen foot 
soldiers”—he would be expanding the narrative much further, to include the Middle Passage and 
much more of the past and the present; he would be encompassing the Black experience in 
America through a radically different educational approach. 
For years, Mr. Minter had watched as his community was ravished by the hardships of 
poverty, drugs, single-parenthood, and what he saw as the state’s failure to assist the youth. 
Creation was the answer God granted him upon his request, and art would be the response to 





part of his mission was to bring attention to the “breakdown of the family.” But what does this 
entail? Mr. Minter says that the “breakdown of the family” refers to the children or “the future 
generations.” Being forever a keen observer of community, Mr. Minter saw the systemic 
discrimination of the Black community by a white supremacist society. He saw the need to 
present a nuanced conversation regarding the Black experience in America—one that, through 















In the Graveyard and Inside the Village 
 
 
The front of the Village 
 
When Mr. Minter talks about the African Village, he’s quick to say that it wouldn’t exist 
without Grace Hill Cemetery—the home and burial ground of the ancestors. For him, the Village 
is a memorial to the fallen foot soldiers and a sermon to future generations, one that has been 
collectively created by Minter, God, and the ancestors. But who are these ancestors? What is 
their purpose? These are questions that have been thoughtfully considered by Mr. Minter since 
the inception of the African Village. His answer points to the ancestors’ role in enabling “God’s 
Blueprint,” in that they allow him to experience the past (“feeling their footsteps,” he says) and 
use that experience as a guide: 
I have traveled thirty years, that’s three decades, into a blueprint that God enabled me to 
build just to reach people and especially the next generation, because I'm on the shoulder 
of the ancestors myself. And I'm proud to every one that let me off their shoulders and let 





All of this was done for the next generation—to hand something off to them, because 
they have got a fight on their hands. (Minter 2019a) 
 
Grace Hill is the eternal resting place of the ancestors (the spirits that Mr. Minter 
channels in an effort to continue his work); without them, there would be no African Village. 
Thus, the need to place the ancestors in conversations with both God and the African Village is 
something that cannot be dismissed. Included in these ancestors are many of the historical 
characters that Mr. Minter refers to as the “fallen foot soldiers.” Some of these ancestors are thus 
serving as both characters within Mr. Minter’s historical narrative and sources of inspiration for 
the African Village.  Others are ancestors from Africa and from all those intervening generations, 
as well as the specific individuals who are buried in Grace Hill. Since the beginning of the 
African Village, Mr. Minter has relied heavily on his “conversations” with both God and these 
ancestors for his inspiration. Mr. Minter says that the aforementioned routine of visiting the 
graveyard—whether done when concluding his evening or starting his morning—makes his 
mission possible (Minter 2019d). “You look at all this,” he says, pointing to the African Village, 
“and you say it’s impossible. And it is. Because I’m building up to what’s coming to me from all 
the ancestors. And never think you can jump off the shoulders of the ancestors, because the 
ancestors is the ones who know the way back” (Minter 2019f). 
It is important to note that Minter does not say that he “speaks” with the ancestors in the 
manner that someone would converse with another human. At times, when discussing those who 
are labeled “visionary artists” such as Mr. Minter, academics and art enthusiasts have taken the 
liberty of asserting that these artists speak to God in an almost telepathic way. This isn’t, 
however, how Mr. Minter describes the processes of spiritual communication. Instead, he says 
that he channels the ancestors’ messages through the movements of the wind. He often likens 





awake. Mr. Minter then interprets these channeled messages, and this provides the inspiration to 
create and continue (Minter 2019d). Simply put, through his spiritual channeling and 
interpretation, Mr. Minter finds inspiration for both creating and continuing the African Village.  
The channeling of the ancestors is a communicative experience of a sort that’s got a long 
legacy in the African American evangelical tradition. Mr. Minter’s openness to speaking of this 
channeling hearkens back the experiential testimonies that marked 19th and 20th century Black 
religious gatherings, as suggested in folklorist Glenn Hinson’s study, Fire In My Bones: 
In the conversational world of the saints, one “experienced” life, had “the experience” of 
conversion, and told (rather than “told of”) one's “experience” to the gathered faithful. 
Already the saints were setting aside special assemblies for public testimony, “experience 
meetings” where the focus was not preaching or singing, but “giving experiences.” At 
these spirited gatherings, believers old and new testified to the wondrous workings of the 
Lord in bringing them from “the sea of doubt and jaws of hell” to the very “throne of 
grace.” (Hinson 2000, 15)  
 
Through his experientially-focused descriptions, Mr. Minter shows us that he too is a 
tradition barrier with regards to spiritual experience and proclamation. Additionally, I would 
assert that by learning of Mr. Minter’s channeling and communication through his own words, 
those interested in Mr. Minter’s work can begin to understand the sheer complexity and 
intentionality of the African Village from a metaphysical standpoint.  
From within Shadow Lawn Memorial Park, one can see the entire graveyard quite 
clearly. Though the area itself is hilly, Grace Hill lies at the bottom of two adjacent hilltops that 
are now spaces of newly developed suburban communities. Unlike at Elmwood, there is no 
grandiose gate that greets visitors when entering—only a small overarching fence with a sign 
that reads “Shadow Lawn Memorial Park.” Many of the graves are in close proximity to one 
another, and oftentimes those somewhat maintained graves will be inches from the rubble of 
disregarded graves that have gone untended for decades. This is an inherently political space. As 





the treatment its inhabitants received during their lifetimes. To think that these now-deceased 
people weren’t granted decent treatment even in their eternal resting places speaks volumes 
about the politics of the area” (see, e.g., Palmer 2017). The overt neglect of Grace Hill, the place 
where Mr. Minter’s son and father are buried, is something that he has to confront on a daily 
basis, particularly as he drives by Elmwood on his way into town. It is something that he 
couldn’t ignore even if he wanted to. 
As one navigates Grace Hill via its only graveled pathway, one will eventually come to a 
hillside where the backsides of neighboring homes on Nassau Avenue can be seen. At the end of 
this row of houses sits a large barn with metal siding and the words “JESUS LOVES YOU” 
faceted out of large, wooden lettering and coated in bright yellow paint. Next to the barn is a 
fenced-in yard filled with gigantic metal and wooden structures. From afar, some might mistake 
it for a junkyard, or perhaps for a lot now used to house thrown-away objects. But as one 
approaches the space, it becomes clear that this is an intentional collection of found-object 
pieces.  What initially might appear as a chaotic array proves itself, upon closer examination, a 
carefully curated landscape. 
The folklorist Henry Glassie once wrote that “Art embodies personal and collective 
identities, aesthetics and instrumental purposes, mundane and spiritual aspirations,” and this is 
certainly the case with Mr. Minter’s environment (Glassie 1999, 42). The key to better 
understanding Minter’s work, however, is not to view it as only an artistic statement, but to read 
and absorb the words that are placed on the objects themselves. Mr. Minter explains that these 
words, displayed on signs throughout the African Village, come from God and the ancestors. 
Much of this writing is biblical in nature. Mr. Minter says that this is because he “speaks” with 
God through the words of the Bible. These words, in turn, guide visitors through the African 





from Grace Hill, however, these explanations are unavailable, because none of the signs face the 
cemetery. Instead, they all turn toward the street, looking northward directionally—an intentional 
decision on Mr. Minter’s part to call those from the outside to come into the space.  At the same 
time, Mr. Minter explains, the direction points all the signs to the North Star—an ode to those 
enslaved people who followed the North Star while escaping captivity by fleeing northward.  
 
For Rosa Parks 
     It is clear by looking at Mr. Minter’s yard that he is a master of many arts. He can weld; 
he can paint in stylistically abstract lettering; he has employed alternative forms of weaving in 
his work; and he is, by his own account, a bit of a carver. However, little of this was evident 
when he began creating the Village. When the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute was being 





The African Village had much more of a “natural” aesthetic at its inception. With a yard still 
filled with foliage, the trees became the first holders of Mr. Minter’s messages.  
Mr. Minter began by carving figures of griots in the trees. The griot, a figure in West 
African tradition that served as the community storyteller, moral guide, genealogist, and cultural 
historian, is amongst the most valued characters in Mr. Minter’s artistic universe, appearing in 
various forms throughout his work (see Hale 2007, 17-18). This is due to the fact that Mr. Minter 
relies heavily on both the story and the history of Africa when creating and assembling his 
pieces. When beginning the Village, he carved a separate griot in each tree, so that—as he 
says—they could converse with one another, while invoking the images and traditions of Africa. 
Even in the early stages of his artistic career, Mr. Minter was creating with materials that he 
found close at hand, beginning to materialize his vision for the African Village. Over time, those 
trees gave way to the cleared ground that served as his stage for the Village’s fuller realization. 
As the carvings in the trees suggest, Mr. Minter is someone who creates with the 
materials that he comes across or finds close at hand. In Claude Lévi-Strauss’s terms, this would 
make him a “bricoleur,” one who creatively adapts and combines materials for purposes quite 
different from those of their intended use: 
He [the bricoleur] does not subordinate them [different tasks] to the availability of raw 
materials and tools conceived and procured for the purpose of the project. His universe of 
instruments is closed and the rules of his game are always to make do with “whatever is 
at hand,” that is to say with a set of tools and materials which is always finite and is also 
heterogeneous because what it contains bears no relation to the current project, or indeed 
to any particular project, but is the contingent result of all the occasions there have been 
to renew or enrich the stock or to maintain it with the remains of previous constructions 
or destructions. (Lévi-Strauss 1962, 11) 
 
Simply put, Mr. Minter is an artist who will achieve his vision through any means or 
medium that seems most appropriate and available to him. If there is an item that can be recycled 





is by no means haphazard; he doesn’t use pieces simply because he doesn’t have other materials 
to work with. As he is quick to explain, his work all follows his blueprint from God, and this 
blueprint requires a measure of congruency in the African Village’s presentation.  
This call for congruency finds echoes throughout the African American yard art tradition, 
where the recurrent use of certain materials highlights the intention that brings them together. 
American Studies scholar Grey Gundaker comments on this broader tradition: 
The Black vernacular disposition to work with tires, cathode tubes, oil drums, hubcaps, 
wheels, and other circular objects represents more than the random utilization of 
industrial discard. Phrased another way, found icons on Black lawns or yards are not 
passive registers of the impact of automobiles and modern telecommunication on the 
Black imagination. As more and more evidence pours in from Black America, it becomes 
clear that an intellectually selective process is at work. Tires, wheels, hubcaps, and oil 
drums are choices. (Gundaker 1999, 44)  
 
Just as the use of these particular objects is a choice, so too is the balance between the 
natural and the humanly created.  In her work Wild Things, material culture scholar Judy Attfield 
discusses how in much of material culture study, one can discern an interplay between animate 
and inanimate objects (Attfield 2000, 7). Similarly, in the African Village, Mr. Minter has 
intentionally weighted the balance between natural and unnatural materials away from the 
natural. Though Mr. Minter has certainly worked through the medium of wood, he choose not to 
do so if he can avoid it—if only because wood rots, and metal does not. And while most metal 
will rust, Mr. Minter speaks of this process as God’s way of “painting up” his metal-based work 
(Minter 2019a). This “painting” dramatically changes the overall look of the Village, lending it a 
dynamism over time. Still, despite these changes, the metal holds its enduring spirit.  It always 
points, Mr. Minter argues, back to its past: 
We have worn out many wood hammers, and the iron remains. You see, the hammer isn’t 
only the iron, but the hammer had fingerprints into it where blistered hands used all them 
tools and the wood just rotted away. But the iron stayed on. So the spirit is left in the iron. 





and feel it, and what it is, is it was used to build America—sweat, tears, and blood, and 
labor. (Minter 2019a)  
 
 
A “No Dumping” sign seen from within the Village 
 
The African Village can certainly be overwhelming for some of its visitors. The signage 
and pieces proclaiming the truths of Mr. Minter’s vision, and the abruptness and intimacy of the 
materials within the space, can be disorienting. This was an intentional decision on Mr. Minter’s 
part—he says that he designed the space so that people would get “lost” (Minter 2019c).  This 
sense of being “lost,” however, is not about space.  Instead, Mr. Minter wants visitors to get 
“lost” conceptually. When discussing the layout of the African Village, I’m brought to the words 
of Robert Plant Armstrong—“Intentionally affecting things and events exist in surface, color, 
volume, tone, relationality, word, and movement” (Armstrong 1971, 17). All of what a visitor 
sees in the African Village—all of the sculptures and signage painted in bright palettes, defined 





thought by Mr. Minter. To be “lost” in the Village is to have one’s sense of self-definition be 
defined by the space itself. When I refer to self-definition, however, I do not only mean in the 
physical sense. In a comment quoted earlier, Mr. Minter explains that each step a visitor makes 
in the African Village should tell them something. When placed within its borders, the African 
Village serves to further expand each individual's understanding of their relationship with both 
society and the divine; I would argue that both hold equal importance to Mr. Minter. This returns 
us to the ways that the African Village links the political and the spiritual together.  . In essence, 
it asks, “how can we be right with the Divine prior to being right with one another in human 
society?” Because the message is so consistent throughout the Village, regardless of where a 
visitor finds themselves in the space, they will always be confronted with the same questions. 
Even if we were to disregard the signage, the walkways, or even the general layout (“God’s 
blueprint”) of the African Village, the internal congruency of the Village’s messages challenges 






Birmingham Fire Department  
If hearing the message is the ultimate goal of Mr. Minter’s creation, then how can the 
message grow and spread from beyond the Village? As I asserted earlier, the African Village is 
Mr. Minter’s materialized sermon, and only by going through the space can people hear and see 
its message. The notion of a message being materialized is particularly important here. Without a 
materialization of his vision, Mr. Minter most likely wouldn’t have such an accessible outlet to 
engage in dialogue with the world at large. To get people into the space, Mr. Minter employs 
three distinct forms of materialized evangelizing outside of the Village’s borders. The three 
aspects of Mr. Minter’s work that “call” outsiders into the Village are the fencing around it, his 






The fencing around the African Village serves as both an exhibition space and a container 
for Mr. Minter’s work. The fence surrounds all borders of Mr. Minter’s property, with different 
portions either being chain-linked or composed of wood. Facing the front of Mr. Minter’s home, 
the fence stands no more than three feet from the road. From the back of his house, it is within 
reach of a number of the graves in Grace Hill (including the graves of Mr. Minter’s father and 
son). The signs on the fence all face Nassau Avenue, and each contains messages proclaiming 
the need for repentance, God’s grace, and/or salvation. Mr. Minter envisions the fence as a “call 
to worship” for those visiting. This was an artistic decision made with intention—Mr. Minter 
wants those visiting to come into the space and experience what he, God, and the ancestors have 
to offer. Inside the African Village, Mr. Minter steps forward as the guide, such that the visitor’s 
experience is shaped not only by the environment, but also by Mr. Minter’s words, and, 
ultimately, by the guidance of the Divine. 
Earlier, I called the fencing around the Village a “call to worship,” with the signage on 
the fence granting a “preview” of what is inside. The messages of these signs address topics that 
range from God’s love for his people, to the need for reparations, to recent police shootings 
around the country—all of which are related in Mr. Minter’s world. Mr. Minter recognizes that 
the space inside the fence can be so overwhelming that perhaps offering its message in more 
compact terms would give the viewer a “preview” of what rests inside. Signs with messages such 
as “AFRICAN IN USA SO MANY DIED,” “REPENT USA,” and “JESUS LOVE U” give 








Mr. Minter stands next to the African Village sign 
 
 





The beauty of the African Village rests in its vastness. It is vast in material, vast in space, 
and vast in message. When reading signs such as the ones just mentioned (or any of the countless 
others that adorn the fence beside those), a visitor can see that Mr. Minter is telling stories about 
Blackness in America, Jesus’ love, and the need for America to repent. Just by reading those 
three signs (which are all within 30 feet of each other), the visitor confronts what could be 
described as the core “tenets” of the African Village. When the visitor steps inside, in turn, Mr. 
Minter assumes his role as teacher and guide, unfolding those tenets even further. 
When acting as a guide, Mr. Minter is often quite selective about the pieces he chooses to 
discuss. For example, he will almost without fail highlight the sculpture of the African Queen, a 
piece situated at the top back corner of the African Village. Unlike most of the other pieces, she 
does not face the street, but rather gazes into the Village. Mr. Minter says that she watches over 
the whole African Village, acting as the keeper of all that is within. The foregrounded role that 
he assigns to the African Queen—one of presence and authority—speaks to the undeniably 
important role that women have played in Mr. Minter’s life. He readily asserts that the most 
authoritative and loving figures in his youth and adulthood have been women; stories of his 
grandmother, his mother, and his wife are constants in his conversations. The connection 
between the African Queen—a clear symbol of power and protection—and these women (and 
perhaps particularly his grandmother, who served as the matriarch and overseer of Mr. Minter’s 
family) is quite clear.  
Another sculpture that Mr. Minter invariably narrates is the Griot, situated at the very 
beginning of the Village. Both the African Queen and the Griot are constructed out of recycled 
iron beams that stand upwards of 12 feet tall. Mr. Minter used hub caps to construct their faces, 





Griot stand apart from the other pieces in the African Village because of their overwhelming 
height. Their size likely speaks to the importance that Mr. Minter places on them—The African 
Queen watches over all of the African Village, while the Griot serves as the keeper of the history 








“The African Queen” 
 
   For most visitors, the African Village is just as discombobulating on the inside as it is 
from the outside. Visitors are immediately thrust into a world of hand-welded sculptures of 
varying sizes, signs written in the colors of Africa conveying biblical messages of eternal 
damnation and the need to repent, and makeshift Griot-like figures and shipwrecks signaling the 
coming of the first enslaved people to America. The space can certainly be overwhelming; as 
such, it can easily hide the intentionality behind its design. When Mr. Minter asserts that he 
created the Village so that people would get “lost,” he points precisely to this sense of conscious 
design (Minter 2019c). 
Folklorist Bernard Herman, writing about the bricoleur, asserts that, “The chaos from 
which the bricoleur draws his material is not chaos at all” (Herman 1997, 50), a point certainly 





does not expect people to get lost in a geographical or locational sense; rather, he is referring to 
more of a cognitive and spiritual “lostness” and a sense of “disorientation.” “It is designed for 
you to be lost,” Mr. Minter says of the Village. “It’s an open hand. And you know, you can 
wander through there and thought, ‘I never thought about that.’ And then you look again, and 
you say, ‘Oh.’ Each time you make a step, you got to stop a while, and each step going to tell 
you something” (Minter 2019c). For Mr. Minter, the experience of being lost is an invitation for 
reflection and learning. 
  





The African Village confronts us with expansive questions that both invite and demand 
contemplation from the visitors. I would argue that the questions themselves are not unfamiliar 
to most visitors, but that the way in which they are presented (through Mr. Minter’s works) 
invites new understandings. This calls to mind Michel de Certeau’s assertion that “the everyday 
has a certain strangeness that does not surface, or whose surface is only its upper limit, outlining 
itself against the visible” (de Certeau 1988, 93). The Village reveals what de Certeau calls this 
“strangeness,” making visible the hidden racial politics of the everyday by forcing the visitor to 
confront them. While revealing these hidden dimensions, the African Village offers a multitude 
of answers, with Mr. Minter leaving the visitor to choose from among them. Questions of faith, 
of universal truths, of political engagement and empowerment, and of the gross mistreatment of 
human beings all abound, inviting the visitor to respond. 
 





The Village almost certainly means something different for white Americans than for 
Black Americans. “Reparations Now,” “4 Million Dead,” “Repent,” “Jesus Loves You,” “Hands 
Up Don’t Shoot”—the words recurring throughout Minter’s creations are all bluntly connected, 
and for many Black Americans, they all fit within a familiar narrative. When Susan Stewart 
writes, “Language gives form to our experience, providing through narrative a sense of closure 
and providing through abstraction an illusion of transcendence” (Stewart 1984, 13), she could 
easily be talking about the narrative connection between the sculptures and signs in the Village. 
While Mr. Minter started this space to bring awareness to the fallen foot soldiers of the Civil 
Rights Movement, his decision to expand it to include all of African American history (past and 
present) set forth a clear pattern, one that highlights the perpetual and continuous struggle of 
Black America.  
As already discussed, Mr. Minter didn’t create the Village thinking that only members of 
the Black community would be those coming to visit—he welcomes all people, regardless of 
identity, with love and care. He also understands that most white people’s understanding of 
history has been thoroughly white-washed to fit a narrative framed by white supremacy. Thus, 
when white Americans visit the Village and are guided by Mr. Minter, an elderly southern, Black 
man, they receive a nuanced version of history that they have likely not been exposed to—
precisely Mr. Minter’s intention.  
This isn’t to say that the African Village is all God-fearing doom and gloom. Mr. Minter 
says that he does not intend to scare visitors. But he does mean to educate them, by offering 
answers to address these injustices. His ultimate message is a simple one: get right with God, and 
love Jesus Christ. He insists, however, that there are prerequisites to getting right with God: how 





Only by addressing systemic discrimination on a seismic scale, he answers, can America take the 
first step towards true spiritual fulfillment.  
 
A view of the Village from the street—“Reparations Now U.S.A.” 
 
Keeping this in mind, one can see how the African Village, the nodal point in Mr. 
Minter’s broader cognitive landscape, is a materialized sermon. And though he is quick to point 
to the divine assistance of both God and the ancestors in creating this space, he also gives credit 
to the teachings imparted by his parents and his community, as these were his earliest lessons 
about cultural history. Additionally, as previously discussed, Mr. Minter’s childhood witnessing 
of the mistreatment of his father and many other Black community members catalyzed his 
political and social activism. Taking all of these influencing factors into account, one can see 
how immensely complex his world is. Moreover, when understanding the complexity of his 






What am I? I’m a grain of sand, because I figure I don’t want to rock the top. God gave 
me a mouth to talk and a heart to feel. So I’m going to step in front of the rock, because 
God will make the rock talk. I’m going to step in front of the rock saying, “God done 
gave me running blood and life, and then gave me his only Son to be able to pull out of 
sin that is in me. I come to talk.” I did lots of artwork for thirty years, but my main goal 
in what God give me was the gift to be able to talk. (Minter 2019a) 
 
Although Mr. Minter views and labels himself as an artist and a “Peacemaker,” he always 
returns to his role as talker when describing his work. Though he will most likely be 
remembered primarily for the material art that he has created, the words and teachings that he 
conveys to every person who visits the African Village are just as essential. As suggested above, 
Mr. Minter creates art so that he can talk—about belief, morality, and justice—with all those 
who are drawn to the Village. 
While inside the Village, Mr. Minter is the creator, the artist, and the architect. Outside 
the Village, however, he appears as something quite different, as he is not usually creating (in the 
material sense) when not at home. Outside the Village, Mr. Minter assumes his role as an 
evangelist in a much more defined way. This is highlighted by the truck he drives, the clothes he 
wears (specifically his hard hat and staff), and the “preaching” he engages in on the streets. By 
offering the Word outside of the Village, Mr. Minter essentially invites those who hear him to 
visit the space, and thus to learn more of God’s message. 
So what I’m is, is I’m just passing through, a messenger. I didn’t say I was a preacher. 
Uh-uh, don’t go that way. All I’m is, is just handing out what I asked God for, and he 
give me the blueprint to make it, and I’m passing it on to the next generation, just like the 
ancestors passed it on to me, so they won’t have to ask that question “Why?” and mine is 
what you call, “from the heart.” I’m talking in Grandma. (Minter 2019d)  
  
When Mr. Minter states that he is “talking in Grandma,” he is once again referring to that 
undeniable connection that he has to lessons from the past—lessons that were passed on to him 
as a child, and now that he is passing on to future generations, engaging in that same form of 





Outside the Village 
If we are to view the African Village as a materialized sermon that expands and reaches 
to places far beyond its physical boundaries, we must start the discussion with a more in-depth 
look at the trucks that Mr. Minter drives. His trucks serve not only as means of transportation, 
but also as exhibitions of his art and message. Mr. Minter owns two trucks, both Chevrolets (he 
will proudly tell you that he is “a Chevrolet man”), but they differ very much in appearance. The 
truck that he seldom drives is a 2000 Chevrolet Silverado that looks very much like it did when 
he bought it new; the other is a 1989 Chevrolet Silverado that Mr. Minter has decorated as if it 
were a part of the African Village.  
Mr. Minter painted his Silverado in an assortment of colors—the colors of Africa and the 
African Village, as Mr. Minter will often say—with reds, yellows, and greens dominating over 
an undertone of black. He has attached signage to the truck’s exterior, while adding so many 
pieces to the bed that it can no longer be used for its intended purpose. Clearly utilizing the skills 
that he learned when working in auto body repair, Mr. Minter once again takes on the role of the 
bricoleur. Much like those signs on the fence, Mr. Minter’s truck is both an art piece and an 
exhibition space, with signs on the sides and sculptures in the truck’s bed. He explains that he 
stylized his truck not to draw attention to himself, but with the hope that those who see it will 







The back of Mr. Minter’s truck 
 
 





The signage on the truck doesn't stray far from the messages of the African Village; in 
fact, I would argue that the truck is merely an extension of the Village. Mr. Minter’s insignia, 
“AFRICAN WAY, GOD, LOVE, PEACE,” is written in yellow paint and mounted on plywood 
across the truck’s side. Above that, another sign reads, “THY WILL BE DONE” (an excerpt 
from the Lord’s prayer), while underneath hangs a sign saying, “NEVER GIVE UP JESUS.” On 
the truck’s backside, signage boldly declares “REPARATIONS,” “JIM CROW,” “NEVER 
GIVE UP,” “DIST. 1 2 WILL NOT,” “14,000,000,000 400 YEARS,” and “AFRICAN GOD, 
LOVE, PEACE, STOP KILLING.” 
The words are striking in their appearance, though to many, their meanings are likely 
unclear; this is precisely Mr. Minter’s intent. Once again, I am reminded of the words of Lévi-
Strauss: “The bricoleur speaks not only with things as we have already seen but also through the 
medium of things: giving an account of his personality and life by the choices he makes between 
the limited possibilities” (Lévi-Strauss 1966, 20). The limited canvas of the truck manages to 
invoke the broad, interconnected themes that characterize Mr. Minter’s message. “AFRICAN 
WAY, GOD, LOVE, PEACE” is Mr. Minter’s “signature” of sorts, appearing throughout the 
African Village. So too is his title “PEACEMAKER,” which appears on most things that Minter 
signs. “14,000,000,000 400 YEARS” refers to the number of people enslaved in America during 
the 400 years of enslavement. “JIM CROW” and “REPARATIONS,” in turn, need no 
explanation, as the need for reparations can be traced to both enslavement times and the Jim 
Crow era that many still-living Titusville residents experienced. More opaque is the sign stating 
“NEVER GIVE UP” and “DIST. 1 2 WILL NOT.” This sign refers to the two regional districts 





continually neglected by the state. When we understand this sign as conveying a call and 
response message, its meaning becomes quite clear. 
 
Mr. Minter drives into Birmingham 
When Mr. Minter drives throughout Birmingham, most local folks know who he is. In 
addition to being known as the primary reason that many out-of-towners come to Titusville, Mr. 
Minter is a respected elder in the community, and is treated as such. During one of my trips to 
the African Village, Mr. Minter insisted that we go to the local public library, which houses a 
number of his works, to conduct our interview. He also insisted that we drive in his truck. While 
sitting next to him, I felt as if I had become a part of the African Village—much as I felt when I 
was navigating the grounds with Mr. Minter. 
As we drove to the library, Mr. Minter took a roundabout way through town in order to 





and Elmwood Cemetery, both of which struck me as drastically out of place, as both are situated 
either next to, or a few blocks away from, public housing projects. We also drove past the 
Birmingham Jail, where Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and a number of other Civil Rights 
advocates were jailed in 1963. Mr. Minter pointed out four bail bond buildings lining the street 
across from the jail, one next to the other. While I was struck by this juxtaposition, thinking 
about the impact that it must have on community members, Mr. Minter seemed to take it in 
stride. Change is seldom present in Titusville—as Gavin Stevens famously stated in Faulkner’s 
Requiem for a Nun, “The past is never dead. It’s not even the past” (Faulkner 1951, 73). 
When Mr. Minter drives, people along the streets will often call out to him, prompting 
him to respond by honking his horn. One can easily see how much a part of the community he is.  
One can also see how so much of Titusville’s history—whether it’s a police killing or the 
University of Alabama at Birmingham’s (UAB’s) refusal to recognize the property rights of local 
residents—has shaped the material contents and narrative of the African Village. The same is 
true for Mr. Minter’s truck. One sign on the back, for instance, reads “90,000,000. 30 YEARS. 
UAB FOOTBALL.” This refers to the money spent on the University’s football program, whose 
lavish stadium stands near one of the city’s most impoverished neighborhoods. (Mr. Minter’s 
relationship with UAB has historically been a contentious one, in part because the University has 
long been encroaching on the properties of Titusville residents, and in part, because the UAB 
police have often targeted Black locals, including Mr. Minter. The letters “UAB” appear on 
many of the sculptures in the Village.) 
When Mr. Minter drives through the streets of the University of Alabama-Birmingham, 
with that sign clearly visible, he’s engaging in an act of bravery and defiance. The same can be 





word of the African Village. In so doing, it spreads the word of God, the political outcry of the 
Black community, and Mr. Minter’s remedies for solving some of America’s most pressing 
issues. Mr. Minter’s truck is not just a piece of art—it is a moving sermon. 
Just as the truck brings Mr. Minter’s messages out into the world, so too do his art pieces 
that go to museums and private collections. Mr. Minter calls these pieces “seeds,” invoking the 
diasporic notion of spreading messages so that they might take root and grow elsewhere. By 
sending pieces from the African Village off to distant places, Mr. Minter is inviting the same 
kind of reflection that he expects in the Village. Much like when he drives his truck (which itself 
could be considered a seed), Minter is engaging in a form of evangelizing.  
As with all of his work, the seeds allow Mr. Minter to “talk” without being present. 
Moreover, the seeds allow Mr. Minter to “advertise” (much in the same way that the signage on 
his fence and his truck do) the African Village outside of the space. Once again, we return to the 
importance of Mr. Minter’s material work being not so much about its materiality, but rather 
about its ability to prompt reflection on the themes that it addresses. (This goal of religious and 
political communication through material portrayal, of course, is far from uncommon in southern 
vernacular art. One need only look go the work of fellow Birmingham-area artists Thornton Dial 
and Lonnie Holley, for example, to find other examples of this practice. (See, e.g., Logan [2011, 
139] and Herman [2014, 67]). Mr. Minter hopes that those who view his work in a museum or 
collection will want to learn more about the creator and the African Village. He is quick to assert 
that this–and not monetary return—is the most exciting aspect of having his work in a museum. 
The seeds help spread his vision and message to people who may never have the opportunity to 






Mr. Minter with “Abel the Sharecropper”  
 
The Vision as it Stands 
My theme is: I’m just a cry in the wilderness. Let those who have ears to hear, let them 
hear. Let my people go and leave my children alone. I’m a messenger and I asked God 
for it, and I’m going to tell you, I can’t give up. I can’t give up. The art side of what I’m 
doing I’m putting in that which was used to build America. America is three things: 
America formerly is work, produce, and live. We’ve strayed away. That’s the reason 






Mr. Minter’s emphasis on “work, produce, and live” illustrates the duty that he feels 
called to. Coming from a generation and community where blue-collar labor defined everyday 
life, he sees how the once-familiar utilitarian mode of living has transformed with a changing 
workforce and changing labor demands. Mr. Minter still defines himself as a union man, 
however, and remains a champion for workers’ rights. What, then, does he mean when he says 
that America has “strayed away . . . from work, produce, and live”? I’d assert that this is yet 
another illustration of how Mr. Minter values working and producing with one’s hands, putting 
the “spirit,” the life, into what one makes (as so beautifully captured in his euphemism of the 
wooden hammer). Mr. Minter argues that taking pride in what one makes was once a staple of 
the American labor force, and that as Americans have increasingly turned to mechanization and 
non-human production, they have abandoned that sense of pride that they once had in their work. 
This stepping away from manual production robs the heart from the materials that workers 
create.  And this, in turn, means that we’ve abandoned God’s path, we’ve abandoned collective 
history, we’ve abandoned meaningful production, and, in so doing, we continue to stray from the 
love most high, Agape.  
 Mr. Minter sees himself as a man of the people. He sees his duty as speaking for those 
who have no voice, as he feels that his and his people’s voices have been stripped away from 
them over the course of history. This thesis has attempted to acknowledge this sense of duty, and 
in so doing, to present Mr. Minter as a complex thinker, artist, speaker, and actor. The 
complexity of his work certainly cannot be summarized in these few pages. The African Village 
is an ever-expanding place, one that continues to chronicle history as it unfolds. What can be said 
about the “original” vision that Mr. Minter received from God in 1989? Does he feel that this 





answer to these questions is complicated, leading us to turn anew to the African Village and the 
words of Mr. Minter. “This is the last chance for old folks to connect to young folks”, Mr. Minter 
said to me as we sat together on his front porch, as the sun bled into the horizon, and all was 
calm in the African Village. “What I’m doing is, I’m trying to show the young folks what sweat, 
work, determination . . . that self-determination and that part of you that make you what you 
would call ‘I care’ going to work for you. So it’s just like a baseball player waiting in the 
bullpen: he don’t know when he'll be called, but the thing is, he’s prepared” (Minter 2019a).  
I would assert Mr. Minter has more than succeeded in his effort to create an environment 
that addresses key narratives of race, belief, and history, doing so by following the blueprint he 
received from God and the inspirational assistance of the ancestors. Looking out over the African 
Village, Mr. Minter will often say that it's impossible to think that he did this all on his own. The 
magnitude and complexity of the space argue otherwise. 
 






This all being said, the mission of the African Village has changed and continues to 
change over time—much as the material manifestation of the space has changed over time. 
Though Mr. Minter began with a vision of documenting the Black experience in America 
through a public memorial, the vision has stretched to encompass the future, with future 
generations as his intended audience. “I’m passing it on to the next generation,” he says, “just 
like the ancestors passed it on to me. So they won’t have to ask that question ‘Why?’” (Minter 
2019d). Mr. Minter will admit that he wasn’t thinking about this when he started creating the 
space in 1989, but he’ll also say that revelation is ongoing. 
The African Village is more than just a physical embodiment of Mr. Minter’s vision, 
belief, and work; it is Mr. Minter himself. This is the site that one man envisioned, organized, 
created, and labored to produce and expand over a period of more than three decades. Mr. Minter 
did so to engage the world at large in an intimate dialogue about faith, history, and justice.. From 
the beginning, ensuring this intimacy meant stepping into the Village and speaking with Mr. 
Minter. This was Mr. Minter’s intention, and—he argues—it’s also God’s: 
When God going to ask you now, “Did you see old Joe down there?” Mhm, he going to 
ask you that. “When you passed, what did you do? Did you stop a little while and have a 
conversation with him? Or was you the one that passed by and couldn’t even receive your 
brother and sister, and sure didn’t see old Joe. And you passed by with your head in the 
air, your ears shut up, and your fingers on your nose?” (Minter 2019d) 
 
While Mr. Minter is still with us, I would encourage all those who read this to take 
advantage of the opportunity to meet him. Take a trip to 931 Nassau Avenue SW in Birmingham, 
Alabama, and spend an afternoon with Mr. Joe Minter, Sr. I can assure you that you’ll find him 
to be immensely kind, welcoming, warm-hearted, and loving. Mr. Minter is waiting for you to 






Appendix: A Portfolio of Images 
 
 











































Mr. Minter exhibits a seed 
 
 

















































“The Last Supper” #1 
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